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Designing Safer, Healthier Offices in 2022: The Role of Antimicrobials

Covid-19 fundamentally changed the way 

people work. When businesses closed their 

offices in 2020, employees proved that 

they could effectively work remotely—and 

continued to validate it in 2021. Now as 

companies encourage a return to the office, 

even in a hybrid capacity, they must meet 

a new set of priorities and non-negotiables. 

Chief among them is rigorously protecting 

employee health and safety.  

This requires designers and business owners 

to work together to reimagine the work-

place. It means incorporating infection con-

trols into the design, from physical layout to 

materials specified. For the latter, it means 

choosing products, particularly for high-

touch surfaces, that either kill pathogens or 

block their spread. This is where antimicrobi-

als can be an effective part of a responsible, 

holistic infection control strategy. 

What are antimicrobials?
Using proper cleaning solutions and methods is still the best way to stop  
the spread of disease. Antibacterials can kill or inhibit the growth of harmful 
bacteria, like E. coli and MRSA. In contrast, antimicrobials destroy or suppress  
the growth of bacteria, mold, fungi, and some virus strains. In other words,  
antimicrobials offer greater protection against the spread of disease.

Pure copper and copper alloys (bronze, brass) have inherent antimicrobial prop-
erties. They can eliminate up to 99.9% of harmful bacteria within just two hours. 
The EPA has granted antimicrobial registration status to 355 different copper 
alloy compositions. Typical design applications include doorknobs, handrails, 
faucets, and bathroom hardware.

Silver also has inherent antimicrobial properties. Silver nanoparticles may be 
used in paint additives and epoxy coatings that are applied to glass and ceramic 
surfaces during the manufacturing process. Applications include building 
materials, appliances, healthcare furnishings, HVAC system components, and 
hardware. Antimicrobial additives and coatings offer 24/7 protection for the life 
of the product. 

This broad-spectrum performance makes antimicrobials a prudent choice in 
hygiene-critical, food service, education, and hospitality environments— 
as well as the office. 
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How do antimicrobials enhance  
current design strategies?
One of the challenges and opportunities architects and 
designers are facing is how to blend the best of both working 
worlds—and to do so safely. While employees miss the face-to-
face interaction and collaboration of the office, they also value 
the privacy, ownership, and safety of working from home.

Physical design strategies include de-densifying seating, 
staggering attendance, and creating mixed floorplans with 
dedicated communal areas and private desking. The use of glass 
is increasing, as it cleans and disinfects easily, creates separation 
without isolation, and enhances natural light to promote well-
ness. Modular walls are providing solutions for flexibility and 
scalability. And improved and more frequent cleaning proto-
cols—including when employees can observe them— 
are being introduced.

Antimicrobial cleaners can be used on non-porous surfaces to 
supplement cleaning protocols for protection up to 24 hours. 
But for lasting performance, many designers are specifying 
antimicrobial-treated furnishings, particularly for high-touch 
surfaces. These can help to extend the efficacy of standard 
disinfecting routines and promote peace of mind.

Holoform offers antimicrobial-coated door pulls and lever locks, 
as well as paint finishes with antimicrobial additives, for our 
demountable wall systems. This added layer of invisible, durable 
protection, called HoloDefense, is skin-friendly and will not 
leach chemicals into the environment. HoloDefense also resists 
tarnishing, scratching, and UV fading.

How can using antimicrobials  
benefit the bottom line?
Employing antimicrobial-treated furnishings and materials 
in the workplace can help to reduce ongoing maintenance 
and cleaning costs. It can mitigate the need, frequency, and 
environmental impact of using harsh, chemical cleaning agents 
and disinfectants. And antimicrobial coatings can extend the 
lifespan of materials by protecting against discoloration, odor, 
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and damage caused by microbial activity. This can lower capital 
expenditures and direct expenses.

The annual cost of healthcare benefits and lost productivity to 
illness was steep even before the pandemic. U.S. employers paid 
nearly $880 billion per year in healthcare benefits for employees 
and dependents in 2018 and 2019. Illness-related lost pro-
ductivity cost another $530 billion each year. Implementing a 
stringent, comprehensive infection control plan is essential to 
driving down these costs. 

Additionally, the fear of getting sick has a profound impact on 
employee health and wellness. Anxiety about one’s personal 
safety in the work environment can cause stress and depres-
sion, which can lower productivity and talent retention. Using 
antimicrobials can help underscore a company’s commitment 
to health and safety, and in turn, heighten employees’ sense of 
security and wellbeing.

Are there studies to support the  
efficacy of antimicrobials?
Prior to the pandemic, most antimicrobial testing centered on 
healthcare and food service applications. An improved systemic 
testing approach and specific case studies are needed to pro-
vide stronger support for use in the workplace. 

However, studies for medical research purposes do offer sup-
port for the efficacy of antimicrobials. One study published in 
Colloids and Surfaces states that “silver nanoparticles (nanoAg) 
are effective antimicrobials.” Another in the Chemical Engineer-
ing Journal indicates that the silver ion-based antimicrobial 
coating “is able to maintain over 99% antimicrobial reduction 
even after 1200 repeated solution wipings.” And per an article in 
the Journal of Applied Microbiology, “copper nanoparticles are 
very effective against bacteria, fungi, and viral infections.”

When looking for products with antimicrobial coatings or 
additives, architects and designers should confirm they’re EPA 
registered and from reputable brands who can provide test 
results to support product claims.


